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Coming Quickly to Terms 


Author's Notes: 
|112, obviously. With a special guest appearance by Robert Fripp, neat. Originally these were all 200 words 
each, but | bet that\'s only what MSWord has to say about that. 


Someday I\'ll write this thing I\'ve got planned that\'ll explain why Chris and Jon are so secretive. Someday. 


The proposition was a strategic move. Bill had sat on the thought of it for long enough. He'd almost gotten the 
chance a number of times--on the way out, some days, he'd end up right behind Jon, or, a bit more seldom, 
everyone else would go out for a smoke or for a drink and they'd be the only two left. But the urge always 
came and went like a passing cloud. Bill would take the breath to ask him and then release it in a sigh. 

Maybe he didn't have a good enough idea, he tricked himself into thinking. That was rubbish, though. And it 
would sound like he was fishing for compliments if he said anything, and Bill never fished for compliments. He 
knew he was great. Whatever the case, once their allotted studio time had dropped to the halfway mark, after 
five weeks spent slaving over a solitary song, Bill saw the horizon of opportunity begin to draw its curtain 
Urgency made him speak late in the night, two days before his twenty-third birthday. 


"Jon, would you like to.." he took a breath. Gentlemanly. "Write a song with me?" 


"William!" Jon chirped. "That would be lovely!" 


eR 


Bill had the first cell of a melodic idea and Jon, as ever, had a bacteria of one that he'd caught from 
somewhere. By some miracle they ended up safely quarantined from the rest of the band, settled in the 
studio, just the two of them. Jon sat adjacent to Bill on the floor, drowning under a guitar in his lap. 

But Bill couldn't concentrate. Even as he rattled out a half-thought of a rhythm, he watched Jon. It made him 
keep stopping. Jon noticed only that. 

"| know what could help!" Jon said. "Christopher had a wonderful little tune he came up with. | wonder if he 
could help us, do you think?" 

Christopher. Bill bit his lip, then tapped a drumstick against the rim of his snare. "Chris is late, though, he's 
always late. You really want to..Bring him into this?" 

Eyes closed, Jon rocked back and forth, smiling. "It went da da daa da daa, or--l--" he pursed his lips. "--Oh, 
he can show us when he arrives. My memory is so terrible short sometimes. But it's beautiful, what Chris 
does." 

Jon as good as sparkled when he giggled. How unfair. 


"Fine," Bill sighed. 


eR 


Steve asked Bill to lend him a ride to the studio on the morning of Bill's birthday. When he got in the car, he 
fidgeted over wishing him a happy birthday, fidgeted through an invitation to lunch on him--whenever 
convenient--and fidgeted three times as much through an apology for needing the ride. 

‘Its no problem," Bill said. Gnawing at the flesh of his lip, he kept his eyes straight ahead. Steve was a mere 
conglomeration of matter beside him. 

It wasn't that Bill was opposed to it. He'd never had a problem with Steve. He liked him. But he knew Steve 
would ask, and then he did, and Bill tapped his thumb on the steering wheel. 

"How's the songwriting going?" 

"Piss bloody poor," Bill spat. "We've got nothing and as usual Jon wants to drag the Fish into it or mix all this 
shoddy nonsense into the background. | don't understand him." 

"0-oh," Steve said. He rubbed his thumbs together. "W-well, if you need anything, you know, I've got ideas all of 
the time. Feel free. l'd be glad to help you out. If--if the songwriting ever comes down to it" 

It had only been one day. 


eR 


Chris could take his perfect bass line and go play in traffic. Bill generated no argument against the sound of it 
that didn't amount to ad hominem, and he knew, and when, clenching his teeth and trapping his growl in the 
middle of his throat, he went home at almost midnight, he collapsed into bed and spent ten shameful minutes 
sending fist after fist into his pillow. 

He was home alone. He realized this and stared at the pillow. When would Robert Fripp call him, already? He 
crumpled face-first onto it. The down filling surged up around his face, and he thought. 


For four years, Jon had never taken much more notice of Bill than he would a passing moth; he'd glitter in 
amazement at what it did, merely being what it was, and then as soon as something shinier, or louder, or taller 
or lankier or flashier or lazier or ruddy more torpid came along he forgot all about it. No moth, no drummer. 
And Jon's brief awe was such a precious, beautiful, innocent thing that Bill still wished he could bottle it up and 
carry it with him, like a jar of moondust. "Happy birthday," he told himself. 


eR 


There was this way Steve had of smiling: his mouth never quite seemed fully committal, and it went this way 
and that. His eyes did the real work. He greeted Bill this way in the parking lot. Today, he'd gotten a ride from 
Rick, the second birthday boy in a row, who had already started heading into the studio. 

"|, um, heard that... That little number you were trying with Jon yesterday. B-Before Chris came in," Steve said, 
placing the case of his ES-355 onto the surface of the trunk of Rick's car. He unzipped the case, pulled the 
guitar out, slung it around his shoulders, and checked the tuning as quickly as he could. 

Bill leaned back, shifting his weight, arms crossed. "What little number?" 

"The one Jon wasn't listening to. Here, look" He finished this with a coda of another one of those crooked, 
pleasant smiles. With a shrug, he started jangling out a melody that Bill only recognized a handful of seconds 
into it. 

"Oh, that one!" he said. 

He moved to add something to that, but he found himself just watching and listening while Steve played. All 


that from one overheard, failed interlude. Somehow, someway, Bill eased. 


eR 


"See, | knew that if we brought you in, Christopher, we would make some progress, oh you just sound 
absolutely lovely, | could drop over dead, | could, but then | wouldn't get to hear you play or hear you sing or 
see how you do it all, and wouldn't that be dreadful? Here, have some of my tea Heavens, though, I'm getting 
ever so ahead of myself and I've barely got a word of these lyrics done. I'll have to come up with something 
before the day ends. Bill, please try and be kind about my writing? It gave my heart a terrible sad when you 
told me | should call ‘Total Mass Retain’ ‘Puke: That wasn't even funny, it wasn't. It's not the same thing. Chris 
knows of what particularly | speak. Oh, Chris, oh, Chris, Chris, Chris, you're always and forever my--mmm, 
let's get to rehearsing, shall we? We'll just sing the notes for now, and Bill, you follow along. Follow, now! Prick 
up your head, Bill, you look ever so sad! Listen while we harmonize, and l'm sure you'll be creating something 


or other rightful soon! | won't let you leave us till you do!" 


eR 


In the afternoon, Rick took his turn with Jon in the booth, so the rest of the band broke and scattered. Bill 
occupied himself with half a pack of cigarettes on the hood of his car. Unfortunately, though, that only filled 
forty-five minutes, so after cutting himself off to save the rest for later--because God only knew what evils 
the rest of the day could perpetrate--he headed back inside to find a nice couch on which to nap for a spell. It 
seemed to be clouding up, anyway. 


Bill had slept on the studio's couches so many times he felt unwelcome resting in his own bed. They were 


there for a reason, though, and he'd utilized them gratefully, even when he woke up at four AM with Chris 
and Eddie still debating the placement of this chord or that solo. Repeatedly. 

Bill settled into a couch in the hallway. The nicotine aroma wafting from his lips got trapped in the fabric of 
the cushion. It lulled him to sleep. 

He awoke to Jon slinking out of the booth with Rick behind him, zipping the fly of his jeans. Bill went back 
outside and finished the pack of cigarettes. 


eR 


"You didn't." 

With a midday beer in hand, Rick leaned against the brick of the outside of the studio. Despite the clouds, he'd 
adorned himself with a pair of black sunglasses, and now he lifted them onto the top of his head, like a tiara in 
the middle of his smooth, pageant-blond hair. "Didn't who now?" he asked. 

Bill wanted to be so angry that he could miss, in his rage, Rick's jesting smirk, or his eyebrow flickering 
upward, or the faint, satisfied red across his cheeks. But ever since he joined the band, Rick ensured that 
everything became such a joke that Bill couldn't do it. He snickered. "You and Jon." 

"A lady doesn't kiss and tell," Rick said. "It's not entirely what you think anyway." He dragged his free hand up, 
held it there, and waggled his fingers: a demonstration. 

"Fuck," Bill muttered. "How'd you...” 

What a disgusting question. Rick dropped his arm. 

"Sometimes it just happens," he said. "Not gonna say no on my birthday. | might be a bastard, but I'm not 
stupid." 

Bill sighed. He was stupid from the start, not holding out to be born a day later. The sky had turned silver. 


eR 


In the middle of groaning and recording and groaning again, Bill realized he'd forgotten Robert Fripp's birthday. 
He could have screamed. What the bloody hell was it with these women that put them into labor from May 
sixteenth to the eighteenth? As soon as he got a break, Bill rushed out of the booth, told Steve on his way 
that yes, of course, they'd have that birthday lunch ASAP, and rang Robert on the phone in the studio's lobby. 
Getting in good with Mr. Fripp was akin to a nineteenth century street urchin wrangling himself an aging 
pudding, and here Bill was, trying to wring from him an entire Christmas goose. 

Robert answered with a measured, "Afternoon" 

"Bob!" Bill cried, shushing himself toward the end. "It's Bill. Wanted to say happy late birthday." 

"Ah, William," he replied. Bob. The sole consistent force behind King Crimson was not a Bob. "How thoughtful of 
you." 

"Well, y'know--I was thinking, hey, let me treat you to supper. Celebrate and all. How does that sound? 
Whenever--whenever you're free?" 

"A delight." 

Bill would have been able to detect a smile amid the words. Robert Fripp was not smiling. Things were better 


that way. 


eR 


"What if | left?" 

Bill waited for his bandmates to turn and stare. Only Steve moved, though, a quick bob of his head. "S-stepping 
out, right? Not--you don't mean?" 

"--the band," Bill said. 

Now they looked. Jon, especially, and Bill's color drained. This made his throat catch; that made him stammer. 
He couldn't look into those horrified, colossal eyes without justifying himself. But he still fought to evict the 
syllables from his tongue, even when Jon clasped his hands over his mouth and whispered, "No." 

He didn't notice Chris slip up from behind Jon until his hand patted Jon's shoulder. It broke Jon's gaze, and, 
released from the responsibility of inflicting horror, Bill continued. 

‘lm not entirely sure yet," he said. "But Bob Fripp's been hinting he needs a new drummer." 

"Oh, you're on the old Crimson ratchet again," Chris huffed. He turned away. 

Rick spoke when Chris didn't carry on. "You'd be out in a year, why bother? They never stay together." 
"We'd miss you.." Steve muttered. Only Steve ever knew. Or tried. 

Trembling, Jon stepped forth. "You can't..!" 

And each step he took was one more reason to cancel that birthday dinner with Robert Fripp. 


eR 


It only took a few days for Chris to get his hopes up about Bill potentially leaving. Bill could see it. On 
Wednesday they ended up with Eddie corralling them into the booth together. The rhythm section. Abhorrent. 
They played at each other. Not with, not off. Certainly not to. At. Chris, energized from a bathtub nap that 
had kept him at home until one PM, used an upward sweep of his enormous hand to charge Eddie again and 
again with the task of raising the volume on his bass, and then he'd rattle out something louder and more 
clattering than a passing train. Bill stuck to mauling his cymbals and crushing his drums under his feet. He saw 
Chris' face in each one. 

"How soon?" Chris asked. 

‘| only said ‘what if; Fish," Bill answered. "I'd tell you not to hold your breath, but you've got a tolerance, living 
underwater like that." 

Bill almost missed Chris hissing, "Always have to ruin everything we have." 

Chris entirely missed Bill muttering under his breath, "Wouldn't be quite so smug." 

They both missed Eddie rubbing his forehead between takes, groaning into the palm of his hand, "How does this 


sound so great?" 


eR 


They were alone. Jon nested on the rim of Bill's floor tom, gazing at him. His eyes glimmered as if submerged. 
They, like his lips, like his voice, quivered. "Bill?" 

"Uh." Bill's eyes widened. 

Jon looked away, hair rustling in soft waves about his shoulders. "..Let's say you've someone you love. Only 
them. Not a soul else." 

Of course Bill nodded. 

"But--you've--done something terribly foolish that's sure to ruin it all. What--what would you say you've got 


to do?" 

Jon stared at him, desperate and gentle as a fawn. Was this the moment? Now? No. Bill couldn't even lift his 
hand to sweep the hair away from Jon's face. 

Jon was a living ache. 

Bill couldn't truly advise. He'd risk shattering that heart further. He said the most neutral thing he could think. 
"Come to terms first," he shrugged. "Then | don't know." 

"Oh, thank youl" Jon eased his arms around Bill's shoulders. "That's--that's the lyric | needed. Whatever shall | 
do if you leave?" 

Precious liar. Bill hugged him back. "Perhaps you wanted it buggered up," he'd say, if even he could believe it. 
His fingertips tickled the ends of Jon's hair. 


"Manage," he answered. 


eR 


For the next few days, anytime Bill saw Jon and Rick in the same room, he couldn't separate them from that 
pout Jon had worn, that waggle of Rick's fingers. Jon could write the whole thing off as lyrics as much as he 
wanted, but even he knew it made no difference. Rick had meant nothing, save for a kind of vitamin of shame 
for however long Jon would need to take them. Rick looked at Jon a lot; Jon inched closer and closer to Chris. 
On Friday, Bill rested on the couch in the room with everyone around him, but his head wouldn't let him sleep. 
Jon had already become a subject of study. Little, gentle, sweet-speaking Jon, a creature of the soil and the 
rivers and the leaves and the breeze, with eyes he could barely contain in his face, who carried so much 
knowledge inside him that he ran on it, without thought, like he was a tulip and it was his bulbous root. He was 
the perfume of the world, drifting. It was only natural that his body could love anyone; his heart, though, 
sprouted from his root, and wouldn't forgive. Bill slept to this thought. 


eR 


Preoccupied whispers woke him. He saw only the couch’s pillow. He couldn't move. 

"don't understand how you do." Jon. 

"And | don't understand how you think | don't" Chris. Jon probably sat in his lap. "Look, if it meant nothing, | 
don't care. As long as you're here. It's not like you could've told him you've got me anyway.” 

Jon sighed. ".Can we ever tell?" He paused. "I've nearly had it up to here, | have, hiding away and kissing you 
through things and--" 

A soft moan squeaked through a kiss. They rewarded each other with "I love yous" that clouded one another's 
skin 

"Everything about you," Chris said. "| don't care. Every part of you. Remember when | told you that even if 
you're not in this band, I'll keep it going?" 

“Chris...” 

"That's how everything is about you. | don't know, | can't explain it. | love you too much. You could run off with 
Bill and I'd still love you." 

Bill's eyes shot wide open. He heard Jon ask why he would run off with Bill, but Chris only replied by kissing 
him again. 


That was the difference. Bill would never have said the same regarding Chris. 


eR 


Bill awoke alone, so he slunk out of the studio and headed home. He spent two days there answering none of 
the many calls from his bandmates. He smoked on the patio. 

He thought about Jon. Typical. But he wondered what he really would do if they were together, if he had him 
to call his own. That in particular crossed his mind and he speculated on its meaning. ‘Call his own?! As if Jon 
were a terrier. 

Every part of you. 

What had he spent four years thinking about? Feeling his hands on him; toying with each other's hair; kissing 
him; laying him down; making him moan far louder than he had all those times through the wall in that awful, 
awful house. Bill didn't think about conversations as much. "I love you, Bill," in that sweet, husky voice, but not 
much more. 

He thought about Jon together with Chris. They had a language. Chris would inflect upon a certain word, and 
Jon would leave, Chris following afterward. Jon would drink from a glass, and Chris would place his lips in the 
same spot and sip. 

For years they did this. They needed it. 

What did Bill need? 


eR 


Shortly before eleven on the third day, Bill woke up still unsure whether or not he'd haul himself to the studio, 
when Chris called. Bill finished wrestling into the shirt he'd decided to wear and picked up the phone. 

Chris explained that if Bill wasn't going to come in, they'd hire the fellow they'd dug up to practice with them 
the day before. "He's played with John Lennon, you know.’ 

Bill scoffed. "And I've played with you lot, but | suppose if | appreciate you I'll go the way of Peter and Tony, 
huh?" Old habits. 

A rattling sound on his end of the line obscured Chris, and after a second, a new voice took his place. 

"We're not replacing you, Bill" It was Steve. 

"Oh?" 

"Not yet, anyway. Jon says it's up to you. He wants you to record today, though. That'll be your answer." 
Biting his lips, Bill peered out the window. A squirrel paused at the trunk of the tree in the yard. 

‘I'd really like you to come." 

The squirrel cocked its head. 

"| really like...” 

Bill watched the squirrel dart across the yard. "I'll finish the record. Tell him we'll see." 

"0h" Steve hesitated. "Okay." 


eR 


Night. The building murmured, settling on its foundation Outside, cars hummed by. Jon strummed at an 
acoustic guitar. Bill had managed to sit on the floor beside him, likely because everyone else had stepped out. 
Staring down at the guitar, Jon swayed in place, and for a passing second Bill thought he could imagine 


something erotic out of the motion, but he grimaced at his own momentary gall. "Steve played something so 
beautiful," Jon said. "I told Eddie, | said, record this now! And ‘Okay,’ he said, and off it went. This is the loveliest 
thing I've ever heard, William, this whole arrangement. This record." 

"Good," Bill said. He could see the strands of Jon's hair. 

Jon turned to him. As if something, always, deserved a kiss, his lips forever pouted. "Whatever shall | do if you 
leave..?" he asked. "We've made a wonderful thing, this song, together, you and |.” 

Bill nodded. His neck began leaning in. Jon did not move away; Rick had seen this. He'd seized it. 

Jon blinked. Bill noticed that his eyes were midnight blue, rather than the dim brown-black he'd always 
assumed. He moved back. 


"And Rick," Bill said. "And Steve." Yes. "And Chris." 


eR 


"So, you think you're ready." 

"| know I'm ready." 

"You're hesitating, William. I'm not quite so sure." 

"If you'll give me an opportunity to just play with you, once, I'll prove it" 

If you have to prove it, then I'm even less sure you're ready." 

A pause. "Does that mean you don't have faith in me, or does it mean that | just need to work for a bit 
longer?" 

"| certainly have faith in you, William. | have a tremendous amount of faith in your skill. But if you're 
unconfident about yourself, then I'm not sure | see a way for us to proceed. With us, you need to know what 
you're doing, when exactly you're doing it, how you're doing it, and how to avoid any other way of doing it. You 
understand, don't you?" 

"Of course | do." 

"The offer is on the table if you can assure me you won't let anything outside our work disrupt you." 

A much, much longer pause. "I do need to get rid of some..‘Outside disruptions’ first." 

"By all means, take care of it" 

A proposed toast. "Thank you so, so much." 

An accepted toast. "My pleasure." 

"Happy birthday, Mr. Fripp." 


eR 


He told them he would be quitting after they finished recording the album. Bill distributed premature goodbyes 
to them all, first in a group, then individually. 

He told Rick he'd never lose touch with him. Maybe they'd go golfing, or record something on their own, Rick 
said, or maybe go out drinking. Whichever came first. Rick whispered and asked if Bill had gotten his chance. Bill 
said who cared. 

He thanked Jon for writing ‘And You And I with him. He almost regretted starting it as a joke, but it really was 
the most beautiful thing he'd ever heard, too. Jon consoled him with a hug around his waist, and he sang into 
Bill's chest. Bill hugged him back--safely this time. 

He shook Chris' hand. It was a terse thing, and Chris had a grip so tight Bill could only call it vengeful, but they 


gave each other honest smiles. They'd never been happier with one another. 
Steve thanked Bill. For ‘Siberian Khatru,' for conversation, for everything. For making him sure he should stop, 
whatever that meant. Steve didn't know what he was saying. 


So Bill thanked him for the birthday lunch and said, "Let's go make that happen 


eR 


Bil was twenty-three years, three weeks, and two days old when he raised his cup of tea at Steve's nod of, 
"Happy birthday." They took mirror-image drinks across from each other at the table of the cafe. 

Steve set his cup down. "I'm glad you're at least going to finish the album." 

"Least | could do, | guess." Bill shrugged "You all hiring--whosits--Alan?" 

‘Oh, definitely Alan," Steve said. He grinned down into his teacup. "Alan's just great. You should meet him. Really 
rice to be around." He couldn't hide how wide he smiled. There it went, stretching, twisting, confused, pleasant. 
Bill smiled, himself, at this, but the sentiment behind it made him rap his thumb hard on his teacup's edge. To 
no avail, he tried to focus elsewhere. 

He thought. There was something he could do, he remembered now. 

He took one short sip of tea, placed the cup on the table, rotated it, and pushed it toward Steve. With a tilt of 
his head, Steve watched, and Bill saw his eyes settle on the patch of porcelain his lips had touched. Steve 
lingered on it. 


Then he looked back up at Bill. He wouldn't take the cup. 


